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ABSTRACT 



This literature review was undertaken as part of the 
National Mental Health Strategy on the development and maintenance of a 
national early intervention network for mental health in young people. Its 
purpose is to facilitate the development of innovative, early intervention 
services across Australia by developing and maintaining a national network of 
mental health service providers; consumers; carers; researchers and 
policymakers; as well as an information clearinghouse. The review aims to 
critically examine the concept of early intervention for a broad audience and 
to explore its application in the area of mental health of young people. It 
seeks to provide an international review about: (1) the. rationale for early 

intervention in mental disorder in young people; (2) the underlying 
conceptual framework; (3) the concept of prevention; (4) the presentation of 
a models of prevention; (5) research analysis; (6) an overview of evidence on 
effectiveness of this approach; and (7) the implications arising from the 
review. (Contains 281 references.) (JDM) 
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Chapter 1 



Introduction 



The background 

Australia's National Mental Health Strategy, which was endorsed by Australia's 
health ministers in 1992 and initiated that year, has been a great boon for Australia's 
mental health services (Singh & McGorry 1998:435). Not only did it provide a clear 
policy framework and Commonwealth funding for reform of care of people with a 
mental illness, it highlighted an emerging awareness of the need for prevention of 
mental health problems. This was demonstrated in its objectives which included: 

■ to develop and evaluate primary, secondary and tertiary preventive programs as 
an essential component of all care provided for people at risk of mental disorder; 
and 

■ to encourage further research into the causes of mental disorders and the 
development and evaluation of primary prevention interventions in response to 
emerging scientific knowledge (Australian Health Ministers 1992). 

Cotton and Jackson (1996:viii) note the increased emphasis in federal policy 
documents on early intervention and prevention of mental illness (cf 
Commonwealth Department of Human Services and Health 1994; Commonwealth 
Department of Human Services and Health 1995; Commonwealth of Australia 
1993), observing that the National Goals, Targets and Strategies document 
(Commonwealth Department of Human Services and Health 1994) focuses on 
suicide, depression, and schizophrenia and other psychoses as prevention priorities 
in the mental health field. 

The changes made by the States under the National Mental Health Strategy and the 
First National Mental Health Plan have been documented in a series of reports 1 
which have highlighted some of its significant achievements. These include the 
movement of care of people with mental illness into the mainstream of general 

’j 



1. Commonwealth of Australia (1993, 1994, 1995, 1996) National Mental Health Reports. 
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healthcare, an increase in spending on community mental health services and the 
recognition of consumer rights. 

In addition, during the life of the National Strategy, the Mental Health Branch, on 
advice from the Early Intervention Working Party of the National Strategy, 
established three major national projects in early intervention. These projects were 
Early Intervention in Psychotic Illnesses (Early Psychosis Prevention and Intervention 
Centre - EPPIC), Early Intervention in Anxiety Disorders (Griffith Early Intervention 
Project - GEIP), and Early Intervention for the Mental Health of Young People 
(AusEinet). 



In June 1997, the Commonwealth of Australia dedicated funding of $1.95 million 
drawn from the National Mental Health Strategy and from the National Youth 
Suicide Prevention Strategy to the establishment of The Australian Early 
Intervention Network for Mental Health in Young People (AusEinet). AusEinet was 
instituted to coordinate a national approach to early intervention for mental health 
in young people 2 and was jointly developed by Flinders University of South 
Australia and the University of Adelaide. The project had three streams: 

■ the development and maintenance of a national early intervention network for 
mental health in young people; 

■ the reorientation of service delivery towards early intervention; and 

■ the identification and promotion of good practice in early intervention. 



This literature review was developed as part of the networking stream of the 
AusEinet project. This stream aimed to facilitate the development of innovative 
early intervention services across Australia by developing and maintaining a 
national network of mental health service providers, consumers, carers, researchers 
and policy makers, as well as an easily accessible clearinghouse of relevant 
information. 

The establishment of the network began in July 1997 and by July 2000 included more 
than 3,300 individuals, agencies and organisations. It comprises a wide range of 
people, including child and adolescent mental health workers, primary health care 



2. The AusEinet project conceptualised children and young people as ranging from birth to 24 years. 
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providers, workers from the fields of juvenile justice, education, family and youth 
services, as well as academics, carer and consumer groups. A variety of strategies 
was used to develop the network including workshops conducted in each State and 
Territory, meetings and conference presentations. In addition, the networking 
stream developed and disseminated a quarterly newsletter on early intervention 
(AusEinetter), a website on early intervention (http://auseinet.flinders.edu.au) and 
an email discussion group (einet@nisul7.nisu.flinders.edu.au) and operated a 
clearinghouse on early intervention. Two major stocktakes of prevention and early 
intervention projects were conducted as part of the networking project: 

■ National stocktake of early intervention programs (Davis, Martin, Kosky and 
O' Hanlon 1998) 

■ National stocktake of prevention and early intervention programs (Davis, 
Martin, Kosky and O'Hanlon 1999) 

AusEinet has produced other publications including a book: 

■ Model projects for early intervention in the mental health of young people: 
Reorientation of services (O'Hanlon, Kosky, Martin, Dundas and Davis 2000) 

and an edited series entitled Clinical approaches to early intervention in child and 
adolescent mental health which so far includes: 

■ Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder in preschool aged children (Hazell 2000) 

■ Early intervention for anxiety disorders in children and adolescents (Dadds, 
Seinen, Roth and Harnett 2000) 

■ Early intervention in conduct problems in children (Sanders, Gooley and 
Nicholson 2000) 

■ The perinatal period : Early interventions for mental health (Kowalenko, Barnett, 
Fowler and Matthey 2000) 

■ The psychological adjustment of children with chronic conditions (Swanston, 
Williams and Nunn 2000) 

The main aim of this literature review is to critically examine the concept of 'early 
intervention' (and in so doing, deal with much of the definitional confusion which 
surrounds it), and to explore its application in the area of mental health of young 
people. The review has been written for the very broad audience of the existing 
AusEinet network. 
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Early intervention literature review 

This literature review seeks to provide an overview of the international literature 
related to early intervention in mental disorders in children and young people. 
Specifically, the following areas are addressed: 

■ the rationale for early intervention in mental disorders in children and young 
people; 

■ underlying conceptual framework and key concepts; 

■ historical overview of preventive efforts in mental disorders; 

■ the concept of prevention in mental disorders; 

■ towards a definition of early intervention; 

■ models of prevention and early intervention; 

■ the state of early intervention in mental disorders in Australia; 

■ research on early intervention - methodological issues; 

■ overview of evidence for the effectiveness of early intervention; 

■ implications arising from the literature review. 

In undertaking the literature review, the writers utilised a number of CD-ROM and 
Internet based databases including Medline, PsycLIT, Psychinfo, Sociofile, Austrom 
Family, and PAR. Key search words included 'early intervention', 'prevention', 
'developmental psychopathology', 'risk factors', 'resilience', and 'competence'. 
Hand searching of key journals was also undertaken. In addition, the writers 
utilised their own knowledge and contacts to identify relevant literature and 
conducted a search on the Internet. 
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Chapter 2 




Each year, about 100,000 children and young people within Australia's population 
of young people aged 5-25 years develop crippling emotional disorders. About a 



problems (Zubrick, Silburn, Garton et al 1995). These figures are consistent with 
international epidemiological studies of child and adolescent populations, which 
have suggested prevalence rates of general psychiatric dysfunction ranging between 
3 percent and 30 percent (Verhulst and Koot 1992). The average prevalence rate for 
clinically significant disorders in the six most recent studies 3 was 14.3 percent. 
Moreover, for adolescents and young adults, there is evidence 4 of increasing 
psychological morbidity, most clearly illustrated by increases in the incidence of 
suicide and the risk of developing depression. Increasing rates of drug abuse, drug 
related offending and the increasing contribution of substance abuse to suicide are 
special sources of concern. Zubrick, Silburn, Vimpani and Williams (1999) have 
referred to the 'downward developmental trend', whereby mental health problems 
and disorders appear to be affecting people at a younger age than previously 
reported. If Western societies are now producing young people with poorer mental 
health, there are important implications for public health and for social and 
economic life in general (Prosser and McArdle 1996:722), implications which have 
also been highlighted in the popular press (Horin 1999; Bagnall 1999). 

A proportion of young adult mental disorder, particularly personality disorder, but 
also emotional disorders such as major depression and certain anxiety disorders, 
may have antecedents in child and adolescent psychiatric morbidity (Zeitlan 1988; 



3. This was the average prevalence figure for clinically significant disorders in six DSM-III or DSM-III-R 
studies (Bird 1996). 

4. The research findings to date are neither comprehensive nor conclusive. See Prosser and McArdle (1996) 
for a review of relevant research. 
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Rey 1992; Rutter and Smith 1995). Most mental disorders, such as depression, 
substance abuse, anxiety disorders (Commonwealth Department of Health and 
Aged Care and Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 1999) and psychosis 
(EPPIC 1997) have their peak period of onset during adolescence 5 . Conduct 
disorders generally have their onset earlier in childhood. Only the disorders of the 
elderly, including the dementias, have an onset later in life. 

The disruptive and disabling effects of first episodes of disorder may be exacerbated 
by the more general life phase issues of mid to late adolescence and the early 
adulthood developmental period in which most mental disorders first occur. This 
is a critical developmental period in the lifespan, particularly in terms of social and 
emotional well being. In all developmental domains (social, emotional, physical 
and cognitive), major changes are occurring that determine outcomes in adulthood 6 . 

Mental illness occurring at any time is a serious 'life event' that can threaten self and 
identity, valued goals and roles, and social status. The disturbances occurring in 
childhood and adolescence are often the harbinger of life long difficulties in mental 
health and social well being. In many cases, the symptoms first presenting in 
childhood or adolescence persist and progress, leading to a burden of suffering and 
the need for ongoing care. The future of the young person affected by such 
conditions is placed in jeopardy 7 , their families are stressed 8 , and there are 
ramifications at every level of society from this 'aggregate burden of suffering' 9 
(Kosky and Hardy, 1992). 

Starting during adolescence, mental illness will have its main impact during the years 
of an individual's greatest potential for learning and productivity. Unemployment and 
frustration are often a consequence of interruptions to education and work experience. 



5. The National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing of Adults (Australian Bureau of Statistics 1998) 
found that the highest prevalence of mental disorders (27%) was in young adults (18-24 years). 

6. For example, the process of separation from parents and the establishment of an independent individual 
identity occurs, critical educational and vocational decisions are made, and peer group affiliations and 
intimate relationships are formed. 

7. The onset of even a relatively mild mental disorder at this time can have profound effects through crucia 
psychosocial changes. For example, mental health problems can reduce educational and vocational 
attainments, resulting in major ongoing consequences in adulthood (Kessler et al 1995). Both the family 
and the individual can experience considerable trauma and multiple losses. 

8. See Noh and Turner (1987) for a discussion of the implications for the mental health of family members. 

9. The aggregate burden of suffering is a term used for the sum total of costs to the individual and the 
community brought on by mental illness. This varies with the disorder in question and is based on the 
prevalence, severity, stability and its impact on the individual, family and the community. 



(Kosky and Hardy 1992:147). 
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